


The city of Huntington is tucked 
against the Ohio River near the 
confluence of Kentucky, Ohio, and 
the Mountain State - West Virginia. 
This is coal country, but there’s a 
great deal more than shale to this 
tale - as the patient reader will 
discover. 


In 1977 I found myself in New 
Albany, Indiana, just across the 
border from Louisville, KY. I was 
visiting an old friend I'd worked 
with at a TV station in Duluth. He’d 
moved to New Albany to start a 
new gig. He’d met a young woman 
by the name of Peggy. She’d 
recently graduated from Berea 
College with a teaching degree. 





At the time, I was fulfilling a 





When I arrived, my lifelong fantasy, riding a 
buddy was helping Harley. Mine was a spanking 
Peggy to move. new Sporster...1000 cubic 
She’d accepted a centimeters of Milwaukee 
teaching position in muscle. A crotch rocket! 
the small West Virginia 
town of Big Ugly. The others drove a U-Haul. 
We agreed to meet-up 
They asked if I’d go in Big Ugly. Peggy gave me 
along, help with the move. Never hand scratched, vague 
having been to West Virginia, it directions to the back and 
seemed a grand idea. beyond of West Virginia. 


If l’d known what I was in for I 
might have made a different 
decision. But, 
it was 1977 
Most any 
adventure 
was worth 
taking. 
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Movie fans will recall 


Deliverance with Burt 
Reynolds, John Voight 
and Ned Beatty. It tells 
of city folk exploring 
Georgia’s back country. 
The film portrays a 
brutal culture clash and 
depicts what can go 
badly when people are 
in the wrong place at 
the wrong time. 





Heading southeast out of 
Huntington, my spirits soaring, the 
Harley roaring, I motored the twists 
and turns of a deteriorating State 
Hwy. 10, looking for the mountain 
town of Ranger, West Virginia. 

Not knowing what was ahead of me, 
I cracked the throttle and made 
haste for the town of 163 souls. 


As I progressed, the roads 
decomposed. I was heavy into coal 
mining country. Mountain tops 
were blasted away, exposing dark 
veins, the black life blood of the 
region. Pot holes dotted the 
roadway, forcing me to slow the 
pace. Still, was making headway, 
enjoying the tortured twists and 
turns. 


Barely visible tire tracks drifted up 
from the road’s edge, disappearing 
into what I ‘d been told were 
“hollers.” Peggy warned me to 
avoid “goin’ up a holler” as one 
couldn't be certain what one might 
find. As Iwas out of my envelope, it 
seemed wise advice. And yet, 
curiosity demands satisfaction. Id 
look into it later. 


Eventually, I reached an even 
smaller whistle stop, Hart’s Creek 
(pop. 67). Uncertain, I glanced at the 
hand-scratched map for guidance. 
The diagram seemed suddenly less 
helpful, showing only a gauzy line 
between where I was and where | 
was headed - Big Ugly. 


Ignoring a budding foreboding, I 
twisted the throttle. Heading east by 
northeast, I was now only fifteen 
miles from my destiny. The road, 
now dirt, diminished further. The 
potholes deepened. The tire tracks 
drifting off into the woods kept 
calling, but I’d been warned. 


Creeks flowed hard next to my path, 
the brackish water occasionally 
washing the entire road. As 
conditions worsened, I was forced to 
slow, shifting the hog up and down 
through the lower gears, struggling 
to balance on the rough, rutted road. 
I heard the bike’s drive chain 
slapping. I’d not tightened it for 
several hundred miles. I’d have to 
stop soon to tighten it properly or 
there’d be a mechanical problem I 
wanted no part of, not in this place. 






As Ilugged slowly around a steep 
switchback, I saw an old copper still 
barely disguised in the sparse 
roadside thicket. The smoke 
announced a small fire under the 
still’s pot. To make “shine,” 
someone had to be somewhere 
nearby. Alarms started chiming! 


The chain slapped for real when I 
booted the shift lever hard into first. 


“Damn! I got to tighten that.” 


Instead, I popped the clutch. The 
sporster threw a dirty rooster tail. 

I denied the apprehension nagging 
in the corners of my mind. 


I was a dozen miles from 
Big Ugly. Determined, I 
ignored the simple 
warnings I’d been handed. 





Jamming through the gears, I wound 
my way up the tormented 
mountainside. Coming toa 
particularly generous pothole, I 
slowed, nearly halting. 

Dropping the hog into low, I 
throttled up. The chain slipped off, 
banging the steel guard. Forward 
momentum ceased. I cursed. 


Grunting the 400 pound hog up onto 








a large rock, I pulled out the simple 
tools needed to adjust the bike’s 
chain. The temperature and 
oppressive Appalachian humidity 
amplified the anger I felt about the 
risky situation I’d put myself into. 


In short order, I’d loosened the axle 
and wobbled the chain back over the 
sprocket. That’s when I heard the 
unforgettable sound of guns being 
cocked. 


we UV 


I was a long hair in black leather, a 
Minnesota plate on my Harley. I 
counted five angry guys surrounding 
me. They each held a weapon. There 
were several double barrel shotguns. 
The only way to avoid an unpleasant 
comeuppance was to work quickly 
and say little. After a month of 
sundays, the patriarch spoke a 
simple question. 


“Where’s Minnesota, boy?” 


Inamed towns. Did they know 
Minneapolis? ’No.” Chicago? “No.” 
Louisville? Trigger fingers twitched. 
Finally the overseer pronounced. 
“Son...we ain't never been off this 
road. Ya'll best get that hog runnin’ 
on outta here, understand?” 


“Pm sure [ll be moving on,’ I mewed. 


